1
Evgeniy A. Zhovtis is Director of the NGO Kazakhstan International Bureau for Human Rights and Rule of Law. He is currently serving a four years sentence in Kazakh penal colony OV156/13.
Members of the OSCE, mainly in the former Soviet Union, are seeing an increase in the number of journalists, human rights defenders and representatives of the political opposition being murdered; newspapers being banned, rallies and demonstrations being dispersed, political prisoners, religious communities being persecuted and citizens who simply dissent. Much of the post-Soviet region has become an enclave where fundamental international human rights principles are suppressed, misinterpreted, distorted or not recognized at all; where in the early 21st century, speeches that were mothballed in the chests of history can be heard once again, referring to the incompatibility of certain national practices and cultural traditions with the concept of democratic development and human rights, as if there are people who are allergic to truth, freedom and justice.
Under these circumstances, the decision on Kazakhstan's OSCE chairmanship merely confirmed this trend of sacrificing the third basket of the Helsinki Accords to the interest of geopolitics, security, anti-terrorism, etc. True, this sacrifice is made against the backdrop of the declaration that the recognition of human rights and freedoms is the very foundation of security.
In this respect, the year of Kazakhstan's OSCE chairmanship has not changed anything, aside from the fact that the OSCE, for the first time in its history, is being led by the country where basic political and civil rights are generally violated.
This year ended with an ambitious foreign policy project by Kazakhstanthe OSCE Summit. Despite the fact that almost half of the heads of the OSCE member states did not come to Astana, and the final Astana Declaration contains no breakthrough provisions on the settlement of regional conflicts or a reform of the OSCE, the execution of this event can be considered a major foreign policy success for Kazakhstan's government. Kazakhstan has recorded its presence in the arena of international politics, although the Summit looked more like a PR campaign by its President.
Nevertheless, the adoption of the Astana Declaration, which reaffirms the fundamental principles and values that are shared, albeit on paper, by all OSCE member states, to my mind should be viewed as a positive step. This is reminiscent of the adoption of the Helsinki Final Act in 1975, when the Soviet Union and Socialist countries endorsed commitments relating to the fundamental principles of human rights and freedoms, in addition to commitments in the areas of security and economic and cultural cooperation.
Despite the fact that, due to the nature of the regimes in these countries, the specified principles were not observed, the adoption of this international document -and, on its basis, the creation of first the CSCE and later the OSCE -provided an opportunity for democratically-minded citizens to refer to it as a politically binding agreement, and even to create the first human rights organizations, such as the Moscow Helsinki Group.
The adoption of the Astana Declaration allows civil society in most of the former Soviet Union countries to rely on it when claiming the principle of the extraterritoriality of human rights, namely that any violation of human rights is not an internal affair of one country, but may be the subject of concern for other states
